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FOREWORD

The writings of Henry David Thoreau
(1817-1862) grant a modest immortal
ity to a selection of fortunate individ
uals who, otherwise, would be little
remembered today. Joseph Polis, a
Penobscot Indian, through chance be
came Thoreau's guide during an expe
dition to the Allegash and East Branch
section of the Maine woods and thus has
joined those who are so remembered.
Thoreau esteemed the "wild man"
-- wild in the Transcendental sense of
the child of Nature endowed with prim
itive grace and wisdom. The instincts
and culture of the American Indian were
of particular interest to him. He asked
for a man with a bone in his back; one
that you cannot put your hand through
-- such was Joe Polis in the eyes of
Henry David Thoreau.
Mrs. Mary P. Sherwood, a dedicat
ed scholar of the tradition and environ
ment of Thoreau, here provides us with
an interesting, sympathetic profile that
should enhance our appreciation of the
gentle people in our native heritage.
George Russell Ready
Berwick, Ontario
Spring, 1970

Once when Joe had called again,
and we were listening for moose,
we heard,
come faintly echoing,
or creeping from far through
the moss-clad aisles,
a dull,
dry,
rushing sound with a core to it,
yet as if half-smothered under the grasp
of the luxuriant and fungus-like forest,
like the shutting of a door
in some distant entry
of the damp and shaggy wilderness.
If we had not been there,
no mortal would have heard it.
When we asked Joe in a whisper
what it was,
he answered,
’’Tree fall!”

- Henry David Thoreau
THE MAINE WOODS.

JOSEPH

Thoreau's
In the year 1809, eight years
before Henry Thoreau was bom
in Concord, Massachusetts, an
Indian boy named Joseph Polis,
and a twin brother, were bom
on Indian Island, Old Town,
Maine, to Polis Mitchell and his
wife.
Much later, Joe told Thoreau
that his mother was a Province
white woman, but those who knew
the Polis family claimed she was
a member of the New Brunswick
section of the Passamaquoddy
tribe. Joe’s brothers were Newell
Polis, and Piel Pole Polis, but
which was his twin is not known
at this time. Mrs. Fannie Eckstorm says that Blake’s rosters
give Polin Wassoos as head of
the family; Wassoos being a
version of “awehsohs,” the Pen
obscot word for bear. Blake was
Indian Agent in the early 1800’s.
The only other family com
ment we have is that of George
Thatcher’s brother Benjamin, who
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contributed small biographies to
the PENOBSCOT JOURNAL; he
wrote that Polis’s father and his
three sons sigped Godfrey’s
ANNALS, declaring themselves
members “of the Penobscot tribe,
friends of (the then) Governor
Atean, and all over 18 years old,
which is the period of their maj
ority and freedom from their
fathers.”
When Joe was about eleven
years old, a school was started
on the island and run by Rever
end Josiah Brewer, for Maine
had become a state in 1820 and
many white people in the area
were desirous of helping the
more responsible Indians who
asked that “the English language
and the first rudiments of the
Sciences” be taught to their child
ren. So Joe learned when a boy,
to read, write, and speak English
well enough to get along in the
white man’s world when he grew
up.
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But schooling was not an estab
lished system, as we know it to
day, and classes became sporadic
according to the funds provided
and the availability of a teacher.
Also, the Catholic Church, which
had been an important part of
the life of the Penobscots since
early Jesuit days, was still under
the leadership of transitory
priests who were born and train
ed in countries such as France
and Italy. These priests were
accustomed to working with
peasants in Europe. They never
seemed to understand that the
American Indian had skipped
over the peasant stage which
most white people had gone
through, and had slipped right
into the mainstream of the
American white man’s life. But
also, the Penobscot Indians, still
hunters for part of the year in
the wilds of northern Maine and
food gatherers along the coast,
were a very free people compar
ed to European peasants. And as
intelligent as any other group of
humans, Indians resented being
treated as peasants or children.
By the time Joe Polis was
mature, he well understood this,
and it made him determined that
the children of his tribe would
get an education. The flagpole
incident which Thoreau relates
in THE MAINE WOODS, pp.
323-24 of the 1906 edition of his
Journal, graphically illustrates

the seriousness of Polis’s desire
for schooling on the island in
addition to the church lessons
given the children. Father Vetromile was the priest at the time,
a recent immigrant from Italy;
he lived only three years in Old
Town, then he was moved to a
church elsewhere. Though Vetromile wrote books on the Maine
Indians, all indications are that
his writings are superficial and
filled with inaccuracies and poor
understanding. But he was as
determined there would be no
school on Indian Island as Polis
was determined there would be.
The flagpole in the center of
the village had long been a tribal
symbol; as the school debate in
tensified it represented everyone
who wanted a school, which was
the Old Party, to which Polis and
Governor Neptune belonged. So
the church erected a cross near
its building to represent its wish
es and beliefs. Father Vetromile
suddenly threatened to cut down
the Liberty Pole, as the Old
Party called it. This amounted
to a declaration of war on the
flagpole, and one story has it
that the cross was burned down
in protest.
Joe Polis, a Protestant and
therefore immune to Catholic
Church punishment, assembled
fifteen to twenty young men.
Clara Neptune, daughter of Joe’s
twin brother and hence Joe’s
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niece, was a child at the time
and witnessed what happened
from her window nearby. Just
as the priest and some Indians
of the New Party approached
the pole and were about to swing
an axe at it, Joe and his men,
naked and painted ‘'like old
times," rushed out of a nearby
house warwhooping and bran
dishing their axes. Joe had pro
mised his men that nothing would
happen, saying “there never is war
where priest is." But he and his
men put up a big bluff and Clara
reports having heard the uproar,
and that the painted Indians
fought with knives, sticks and
axes, that her own father had an
arm broken in the fray, and that
she saw Polis grab one man’s
arms and hold him while one of
his men raised an axe over him.
But, as Joe predicted, the priest,
taken by surprise and alarmed at
the savage scene, relented in
order to prevent civil war in the
tribe, and the flagpole was saved.
Fannie Eckstorm has written
that she felt Polis was shamanis
tic, and therefore out from under
the power of the priest, Joe’s
power being equal to that of the
priest in the minds of the In
dians. Also, Polis had Governor
Neptime’s prestige behind him.
The church had to admit defeat;
schools supported by the state
were established, and have exist
ed ever since.
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Polis, who was considered “one
of the aristocracy of his tribe,”
was not in any hereditary line
for Chief. But he had the largest
house on the island, with blinds,
two floors, and a garden and
fruit trees in his yard. He was
said to bp worth $6,000, the
equivalent of about $30,000 today.
He owned potato and hay fields,
and hired dependable white men
to plant and hoe and harvest
for him. He earned much of his
cash by hunting away up in the
woods northwest of Katahdin,
from the Caucogomac area to the
St John River.
It was July 22, 1857, that
Thoreau, Edward Hoar, and
Thoreau’s cousin, George Thatch
er, ferried across the Penobscot
River to Indian Island to find a
guide. The first man they saw
was Joseph Polis, whom George
had known since both were boys
and whom he addressed as “Joe."
Polis was busily dressing a deer
in his yard. Henry describes him
as a little above middle height,
with a broad face, and perfect
Indian features and complexion.
They had already learned that
most of the Indian men were
down at the coast after seafood,
and when they asked Joe if he
knew any good Indian who
would like to go with them, Joe
answered, “Me like to go myself;
me wants to get some moose.”
And so began a saga that remains
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today perhaps the most beguiling
in and about the Maine woods.
For the details of the story one
must read Thoreau’s Allegash
paper in his THE
MAINE
WOODS. His purpose in making
this particular trip was to be
come better acquainted with the
Indian, and in the native’s wild
habitat, an interest he’d had
since childhood. It is obvious
that Thoreau didn’t understand
the Indian quite to the extent
we expect him to, yet one feels
Joseph Polis was just the right
Indian guide for Thoreau at that
point in his life. Had Thoreau
lived longer there is little doubt
he would have gone to the north
woods again, as there were four
to seven years between his trips
to Maine, and less than three
years between his last visit and
the beginning of his illness. Had
he returned he no doubt would
have sought out Polis again, for
after that trip with Joe he be
came much more active with his
Indian notebooks. It is relatively
certain that a second time around
with Joe would have been re
ported! with considerably broad
ened understanding.
In describing Polis’s attire,
Thoreau lets us know that tradi
tional Indian garb was a thing
of the past. “I observed,” he
wrote, that Polis “wore a cotton
shirt, originally white, a green
ish flannel one over it, but no

waistcoat flannel drawers, and
strong linen or duck pants,
which had also been white, blue
woolen stockings, cowhide boots,
and a Kossuth hat. He carried
no change of clothing . . .” but a
“thick jacket” was kept in the
boat. Ibis limited outfit was de
liberate, to leave room in a small
canoe to “bring back the coats
of moose.”
Throughout Thoreau’s Allegash
paper, there is a running im
pression that Joe Polis enjoyed
this forest companion from Wal
den Pond. In fact there are mom
ents when one feels they are
more like twin brothers in men
tal give and take than perhaps
Joe and his real twin, and as one
lays down the book one has a
sense of having eavesdropped on
Henry and his brother John con
versing in “Indian” with Tahatawan. It is not impossible that
Joe’s “colic” on the final stretch
home, near Lincoln, was feigned
to prolong the trip. Certainly his
ailment was mysterious, and he
recovered fast enough, and in
time to have one last frolic off
the Sunkhaze with Henry. Swop
ping places with Henry, Joe
showed him an Indian trick for
handling the paddle much to
Henry’s surprise as he couldn’t
understand why he had never
thought of so simple and useful
a stroke himself.
Perhaps the most captivating
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anecdote Thoreau tells us of his
trip with Polis is that of their
race over a carry. “We carried
around the falls . . . The rocks
were on their edges and very
sharp. The distance was about
three fourths of a mile. When we
had carried over one load, the
Indian returned by the shore, and
I by the path, and though I made
no particular haste, I was never
theless surprised to find him at
the other end as soon as I. It was
remarkable how easily he got
over the worst ground. He said
to me, 'I take canoe and you take
the rest. Suppose you can keep
along with me?’ I thought that
he meant while he ran down the
rapids I should keep along the
shore, and be ready to assist him
from time to time, as I had done
before; but as the walking would
be very bad I answered I sup
pose you will go too fast for me
but I will try.' But I was to go
by the path he said ... he was
proposing a race over the carry,
and asked me if I thought I
could keep along with him by
the same path, adding that I
must be pretty smart to do it. As
his load, the canoe, would be
much the heaviest, and the bulk
iest though the simplest, I
thought I ought to be able to do
it, and said that I would try. So
I proceeded to gather up the gun
axe, paddle, kettle, frying pan,
plates, dippers, carpets, etc., and
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while I was thus engaged he
threw me his cowhide boots.
‘What, are these in the bargain?’
I asked. ‘Oh yer,' said he; but be
fore I could make a bundle of
my load I saw him disappearing
over a hill with the canoe on his
head; so, hastily scraping the
various articles together, I start
ed on the run, and immediately
went by him in the bushes, but I
had no sooner left him out of
sight than the greasy plates, dip
pers, etc. took to themselves
wings, and while I was employed
in gathering them up again, he
went by me; but hastily pressing
the sooty kettle to my side, I
started off once more, and soon
passing him again, I saw him
no more on the carry. I do not
mention this as anything of a
feat, for it was but poor running
on my part, and he was obliged
to move with great caution for
fear of breaking his canoe as well
as his neck. When he made his
appearance, puffing and panting,
like myself, in answer to my in
quiries were he had been, he
said, ‘Rock (locks) cut ’em feet/
and, laughing, added, ‘Oh, me
love to play sometimes/ ... I
bore the sign of the kettle on
my brown linen for the rest of
the voyage.”
To Thoreau’s surprise, and per
haps to his disappointment as
he was looking for our own lost
primitive in his Indian, he learn
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ed Joe Polis had been to Wash
ington and talked to some of
our top chiefs; he had been a
representative of his tribe at
Augusta in helping to settle
boundary lines, and he spent a
few days in Boston trying to pay
his respects to Daniel Webster,
apparently having heard Web
ster’s Bunker Hill address. Web
ster hadn’t been too polite to
Joe, and we wonder if Henry had
dared tell Joe that his Aunt
Louise Dunbar, his mother’s sis
ter who lived with them, had
been courted by Webster, and
that Daniel still visited her at
Henry’s home when he was in
Concord.
When the canoeists were in the
Chesuncook area and planned! to
go up the Umbazookskuz, Polis
said he knew of a good camping
place with fewer mosquitos, and

where it was cooler, up the Caucogomoc. So they left the Ches
uncook and paddled the Caucogomoc until they came to what
proved to be Joe’s own camping
ground, on the south side of a
stream, where the bank was a
dozen feet high. Here Thoreau
read on the trunk of a balsam
fire tree, blazed by an axe, an
inscription left by Polis over a
period of years. It was surmount
ed by a drawing of a bear
paddling a canoe, which Joe said
was the sign which had been
used by his family always.
The drawing, though rude, could
not be mistaken for anything but
a bear, and Polis doubted! Thor
eau’s ability to reproduce it.
Says Thoreau: “The inscription
ran thus, verbatum et literatum.
I interline the English of his In
dian as he gave it to me.

THOREAU’S MAINE GUIDE

July 26
1853

niasoseb
We alone Joseph
Polls clioi
Polis start

sia olta
for Oldtown
onke ni
right away
quambi
July 15
1855
niasoseb

He added now below:—
1857
July 26
Jo. Polis
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This was one of his homes. I
saw where he had sometimes
stretched his moose-hides on the
the river, where there was a nar
row meadow.” (p.p. 219-220,
opposite or sunny north side of
MAINE WOODS).
Edward' and Henry stopped for
an hour at Joe’s house, on their
return, where they met Mrs.
Mary Polis, Joe’s wife. She had
a hat on and wore a silver brooch
such as those the Penobscots
bought from Indian traders
from the west. They all said good
bye and Henry and Edward hur
ried to catch the next train.
Henry and Joe never saw each
other again. But we imagine Joe
watching for this unique forest
companion the next few sum
mers, as he knew Thoreau had
already been up there three
times. Then, no doubt, one day
Joe’s childhood friend, Thatch
er, told him of Henry's death in
1862.
According to Fannie Eckstorm,
whose father knew Joe well,
Polis was a quiet, mysterious man
of keen mind and facetious hum
our, who enjoyed walking up to
someone, suddenly saying an In
dian word, and asking what it
meant though he knew the per
son didn’t know. No doubt he
was conscious of the inevitable
loss of his language. The last
man of the tribe able to speak
the Penobscot language, Andrew

Dana, died as this was being
written in February, 1970, but he
had recorded all he knew on
tape.
Fannie says Polis collected and
sold curiosities, made and sold
baskets, and kept a little shop
on the left side of the main
street through the Indian village,
just before the rise to the school
house. He greatly enjoyed talking
to his customers. No doubt this
shop existed after Thoreau’s day,
for Thoreau makes no mention
of it.
Mrs. Eckstorm says: “He was
deeper than a well, a sort of In
dian Jock Darling, always giving
one the idea that they didn't
know much about him. More than
once my father told me: ‘Joe
Polis would have been a Pow
wow man, if they had such
things in these days’.” She
claims he deliberately fostered
the illusion of being a shaman
to strengthen his control over
those who believed in him. “I
tell you he was a ‘hard one’,” de
clared Clara Neptune, that term
meaning he was a powerful
magician, a shaman.
Joseph Polis died March 4,
1884, at the age of 74. His wife
followed him six years after,
and both are buried in the small
old cemetery in the center of
Indian Island village, where their
graves are marked with two of
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the finer old headstones on the
island.
Thoreau’s experience with Jos
eph Polis added substance to his
long interest in Indians. After
his trip with Polis he devoted
much more time to gathering
material for his projected book
on Indians, with emphasis on the
white man’s debt to the Indian,
and to the disgraceful lack of
appreciation of the red man. But
just as Thoreau was reaching the
stage of having enough back
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ground material assembled
start culling and collating it
his planned Indian book,
health failed. He left behind
eleven volumes of notebooks on
the American Indian.

In Emerson’s funeral address
for Henry he said, “In his last
visit to Maine he had great sat
isfaction from Joseph Polls, an
intelligent Indian of Oldtown,
who was his guide for some
weeks.”

THE END
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